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Starting in 2020, English will become a core subject for fifth and sixth graders in Japanese 
elementary schools. This is one of the biggest changes in the new Course of Study (MEXT, 2017) 
and the past two years have been a “transitional period” in order to prepare for the reform. Reflecting 
this historical period as a backdrop, the present research was carried out to explore how elementary 
school teachers perceive the change. An open-ended questionnaire was distributed to examine what 
benefits and difficulties these teachers perceive this change is going to bring. The open-ended 
questionnaires collected from 84 respondents were analyzed in two ways: 1) word frequency; and 2) 
co-occurrence networks. The results show that the teachers perceive English becoming a core subject 
brings a positive impact because it should improve children’s English abilities and raise their 
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motivation. On the other hand, the fact that some teachers lack confidence in English and that there 
are some systematic inconsistency are seen as reasons for concerns. The current paper concludes 
with some pedagogical implications that might help teachers cope with the change.
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